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PROPHETIC COUNTER-TERRORISM: A NEW  
PERSPECTIVE ON ANTI-ASSYRIAN 
 THEOLOGY IN ISAIAH 10:5–34 
ZACHARY P. PIERCE 
ABSTRACT 
Isa 10:5–34 has long been understood as an oracle, like many others in the Book 
of First Isaiah, that expresses anti-Assyrian theology. The text inverts several policies and 
ideologies of Neo-Assyrian imperialism and projects them back on Assyria, portraying 
the Assyrian king, in particular, as the primary object of Yahweh’s derision. However, Isa 
10:5–34 appears to be doing more than simply offering a polemic of Neo-Assyrian 
ideology; the text provides a detailed, systematic attack of key policies and ideology that 
define the Neo-Assyrian colonial mission, all of which is done to comfort a Judean 
population suffering and afraid under Assyrian rule. Thus, anti-Assyrian theology, on its 
own, might not be a useful term for defining the function of the text. When read in light 
of modern scholarship discussing the phenomenon of terrorism, however, Isa 10:5–34 
takes on a different character. This Isaianic oracle might not be merely an expression of 
anti-Assyrian theology but, instead, an ancient rhetoric of counter-terrorism. 
vi
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Among those who have studied the oracle against Assyria in Isa 10:5–34, a 
number of scholars have departed from the majority position of dating this oracle to the 
Neo-Assyrian period (late-eighth/early-seventh centuries BCE), because, in their view, 
there is no evidence of a  broad scribal culture extant in eighth century Judah.  Therefore, 1
these scholars favor dating the composition of 10:5–34 (and much of the book of First 
Isaiah) to a later period when scribal activity was allegedly more common, like the 
Josianic period and afterward.  It is also a tendency among these scholarly circles to 2
attribute to First Isaiah an “eighth century core,” written by the prophet himself. This 
“eighth century core” is determined through analyses of form and content of First Isaiah. 
Among other scholars, Marvin Sweeney assigns 14:24–27 and considerable chunks of 
chapters 28–32 to this core.  In more recent scholarship, this “eighth century core” has 3
 It should be noted that the above position concerning the lack of a scribal culture in Judah in the eighth 1
century BCE is no longer valid in light of recent archeological evidence. According to a study published by 
Israel Finkelstein and Benjamin Sass in 2016, recent discoveries of Hebrew alphabetic inscriptions at “Tel 
Zayit, Tell eṣ-Ṣafi, Beth-shemesh, Tel Rehov and Khirbet Qeiyafa” point to the existence of a scribal 
culture in the southern Levant during the eighth century BCE. For more information, see Israel Finkelstein 
and Benjamin Sass, “The West Semitic Alphabetic Inscriptions, Late Bronze II and Iron IIA: Archeological 
Context, Distribution and Chronology,” HeBAI 2 (2013): 149–220.
 Aster notes how Hermann Barth, in his Die Jesaja-Worte in der Josiazeit: Israel und Assur als Thema 2
einer produktiven Neuinterpretation der Jesajaüberlieferung (Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 
1977), was instrumental in introducing the idea of a late seventh century Assur-redaktion: a scribal 
movement that sought to reframe Isaianic oracles in light of Assyria’s destruction during the Josianic 
period. Aster observe the impact of Barth’s thesis on several scholars that followed him, including R. E. 
Clements, Isaiah and the Deliverance of Jerusalem: A Study of the Interpretation of Prophecy in the Old 
Testament (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1980) and Marvin A. Sweeney, Isaiah 1–39, With an Introduction to 
Prophetic Literature (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1997), quoted in Shawn Zelig Aster, Reflections of 
Empire in Isaiah 1–39: Responses to Assyrian Ideology (Atlanta: SBL Press, 2017), 21.
 Sweeney, Isaiah 1–39, 57–59, quoted in Aster, Reflections of Empire in Isaiah 1–39, 33.3
!2
shrunk down to only a few select passages in First Isaiah, with Uwe Becker  and Ulrich 4
Berges , among others, claiming that 6:1–8, 7:1–9, 8:1–4, and 8:11–18 belong to Isaiah. 5
According to these scholars, 10:5–34 is merely one of many other prophecies in First 
Isaiah that was likely produced during the Josianic period.  
In response to the above scholars, Shawn Aster published his Reflections of 
Empire in Isaiah 1–39, in which he performs an exhaustive comparative analysis between 
Neo-Assyrian inscriptional material and the contents of First Isaiah. Aster determines that 
First Isaiah contains a remarkable amount of textual citations and allusions to Neo-
Assyrian literature and ideology, references which would have been irrelevant for writers 
and readers of later generations.  Therefore, in support of the majority position mentioned 6
above, Aster dates most of First Isaiah, and Isa 10:5–34 in particular, to the Neo-Assyrian 
period.  But Aster does not stop at the Neo-Assyrian period, broadly speaking. Aster goes 7
further to situate certain parts of First Isaiah in the regnal contexts of specific Neo-
Assyrian kings. In Isa 10:5–34 Aster notices how the text relies considerably on particular 
ideology and policies of Sargon II (722–705 BCE), and thus Aster dates the original 
 Uwe Becker, Jesaja: Von der Botschaft zum Buch (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1997), 281–287 4
and “Das Problem des historischen Jesaja,” in Prophetie in Israel: Beiträge des Symposiums ‘Das Alte 
Testament und die Kultur der Moderne’ anlässich des 100. Geburtstags Gerhard von Rads (Münster: LIT 
Verlag, 2003), 117–124, quoted in Ibid.
 Ulrich F. Berges, The Book of Isaiah: Its Composition and Final Form (Sheffield: Sheffield Phoenix, 5
2012), 79, quoted in Ibid.
 Aster, Reflections of Empire in Isaiah 1–39, 1–40.6
 Ibid.7
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composition of 10:5–34 to the Sargonid period.  8
If Isa 10:5–34 bears the marks of ideological influence of Sargon II, is it possible 
that this oracle could be a direct adaptation of a royal inscription belonging to Sargon? 
Peter Machinist asks a similar question of Isa 10:5–34, and after analyzing the text, he 
concludes that “something is terribly wrong with all this inscriptional material.”  The god 9
who speaks and takes a central role in Isa 10:5–34 is not Aššur, the imperial deity of 
Assyria during Sargon’s reign, but Yahweh, the god of Judah, a subordinate vassal polity 
under Assyrian rule.  If Isa 10:5–34 were a direct adaptation of a Sargonic inscription, 10
then one would expect the deity Aššur to take center stage.  What is more, when Yahweh 11
speaks in the text, he is “very critical, indeed vehemently, even violently so, against the 
king,” which is something that would never occur in an Assyrian royal inscription.  12
Therefore, it appears that Isa 10:5–34 is not an adaptation but a polemical appropriation 
of Sargonic ideology,  where “YHWH’s criticism of … Assyria … looks like a reversal 13
 Aster, Reflections of Empire in Isaiah 1–39, 173–179. In the present study, the dating of Isa 10:5–34 to 8
the Sargonid period proposed by Aster will be accepted. And where there are issues taken up by scholars in 
assessing the historical context of certain parts of the oracle, their arguments will be addressed accordingly.
 Peter Machinist, “Royal Inscriptions in the Hebrew Bible and Mesopotamia: Reflections on Presence, 9
Function, and Self-Critique,” in “When the Morning Stars Sang”: Essays in Honor of Choon Leong Seow 





 “… appropriation frequently effects a more decisive journey away from the informing text into a wholly 13
new cultural product and domain, often through the actions of interpolation and critique as much as through 
the movement from one genre to others.” Julie Sanders, Adaptation and Appropriation: The New Critical 
Idiom, 2nd ed. (New York: Routledge, 2016), 35. 
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of the sentiment in the inscriptions.”  According to scholars of First Isaiah, this ‘reversal 14
of sentiments’ against Assyria in Isaianic oracular discourse is classified stylistically as 
anti-Assyrian theology: overtly pro-Judean, pro-Yahweh theological interpretations of 
Isaiah’s socio-historical situation which deliberately polemicize Assyrian imperial 
ideology.  15
One of the most thorough treatments of anti-Assyrian theology in Isa 10:5–34 in 
recent years belongs to Michael Chan, who in 2009 published “Rhetorical Reversal and 
Usurpation.” Chan identifies three motifs central to Neo-Assyrian royal ideology that are 
reversed against Assyria in Isa 10:5–34: notions of universal kingship (vv. 5–6), the 
monopoly of siege warfare (vv. 10–16), and the legendary western journey to Lebanon 
(vv. 33–34).  Chan does offer a lot of helpful insights into the nature of literary 16
borrowing present in Isa 10:5–34. But when he claims that the text usurps and reverses 
general themes of Neo-Assyrian ideology, he limits the function of anti-Assyrian 
theology. Through a closer reading of the text, it appears that Isa 10:5–34 systematically 
breaks down and nullifies several integral facets of the particular policies and ideology of 
Sargon II. Perhaps there is something more than merely ‘reversal and usurpation’ going 
 Ibid.14
 See especially Joseph Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 1–39: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary. 15
Vol.19 of The Anchor Bible Commentary Series, ed. William Foxwell Albright and David Noel Freedman 
(New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2000), 252–262; J. J. M. Roberts, First Isaiah: A Commentary, ed. 
Peter Machinist (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2015), 164–176; Hans Wildberger, Isaiah 1–12: A Commentary, 
trans. Thomas H. Trapp (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1991), 416–458.
 Michael Chan, “Rhetorical Reversal and Usurpation: Isaiah 10:5–34 and the Use of Neo-Assyrian Royal 16
Idiom in the Construction of an Anti-Assyrian Theology,” JBL 128, no. 4 (2009): 717–733.
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on in the text. After all, it is Moshe Weinfeld who states concerning this form of prophecy 
that “nations, and indeed empires, were condemned not because of their hostile acts 
toward Israel but because of their ruthless imperialistic policy.”  Therefore, to better 17
understand the function of anti-Assyrian theology in Isa 10:5–34, one must look beyond 
the category of ‘reversal and usurpation’ established by Chan and view the Neo-Assyrian 
imperialistic machine in a new light. 
In an article titled “Political and Philological Origins of the Term ‘Terrorism’ from 
the Ancient Near East to Our Times,” Jonathan Fine discusses the various ways in which 
acts of terror can be defined in modernity and antiquity. In the realm of antiquity, Fine 
discusses at length the role fear played for the Neo-Assyrian empire in maintaining 
control of subordinate territories.  In particular, it was the king’s universal claim to 18
power over the land and the exercise of Assyria’s military might that were deemed 
legitimate displays of physical force, intended to instill fear and obedience in his 
subjects.  While such displays of terror may have been considered legitimate by the 19
Assyrian king, they were certainly not perceived that way in Isa 10:5–34. Therefore, if 
one accepts that the Neo-Assyrian empire used acts of terror to subordinate peoples in 
and around their borders, then it is necessary to reimagine the function of anti-Assyrian 
 Moshe Weinfeld, “Protest against Imperialism in Ancient Israelite Prophecy,” in The Origins and 17
Diversity of Axial Age Civilizations, ed. S. N. Eisenstadt (Albany, NY: State University of New York Press 
1986), 171.
 Jonathan Fine, “Political and Philological Origins of the Term ‘Terrorism’ from the Ancient Near East to 18
Our Times,” MES 46, no. 2 (2010): 271–288.
 Fine, “Political and Philological Origins of the Term ‘Terrorism’,” 271. See also Alexander H. Joffe, 19
“Defining the State,” in Enemies and Friends of the State: Ancient Prophecy in Context, ed. Christopher A. 
Rollston (University Park, PA: Eisenbrauns, 2018), 14.
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theology in Isa 10:5–34. 
In light of the various ways in which anti-Assyrian theology in Isa 10:5–34 
systematically subverts a number of significant ideological claims and themes of Neo-
Assyrian imperialism under Sargon II, the present study will attempt to demonstrate how 
this text was not merely another anti-Assyrian polemic by Isaiah but an oracle 
deliberately crafted to confront Sargon’s ideological terrorism. To defend this thesis, one 
will have to answer three questions: 1) What is terrorism in antiquity? 2) Did the Neo-
Assyrian empire use terrorism? And 3) how does Isa 10:5–34 respond to acts of terror 
from Sargon II? 
Chapter 1 
 Defining Terrorism in Antiquity 
  
To answer the first question, one must first consider the discussion of terrorism in 
modernity, as it is in the context of the modern western world in which the discussion of 
terrorism begins. John Horgan notes how discussions of terrorism in the modern West are 
often divisive, because it is “one of the most complex social problems of our time.” For 
one to attempt to definite it is even more tenuous. Acts of terror are often inspired by a 
“myriad [of] social, political, religious, and other factors.”  Accordingly, there are a 20
panoply of proposed definitions of terrorism, but no single one is agreed upon by 
 John G. Horgan, “Psychology of Terrorism: Introduction to the Special Issue,” AP 72, no. 3 (2017): 199–20
204.
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scholars.  Of the many definitions that exist, “[w]e can at least say that terrorism is a 21
special kind of strategy that uses public violence intended to effect social or political 
change, but for an act to be reliably categorized as terrorism or terroristic in nature, it 
must feature the proximate victimization of noncombatants (e.g., civilians) to influence 
far-more-distant actors (e.g., governments) and agendas.”  However sufficient Horgan’s 22
proposed features of terrorism might appear, he warns that it does not garner consensus 
among scholars. Part of the issue here is that definitions of terrorism often focus on “non-
state combatants,” in which case the term “terrorism” becomes a highly subjective and 
convenient label for identifying any person or group on the fringes of society as an Other: 
“if they do it, it is terrorism; if we do it, however, then perhaps it is something else.”   23
Looking at the problem of definition from another angle, Alex Schmid examines 
how  government entities use fear as a tool for establishing and maintaining dominance 
over a given population.  One method of how fear is used to control people in this 24
context is the demagogue who manufactures the threat of a force lying just beyond the 
borders of society, and then gins up support from among the public to stand against this 
coming force.  A second and more direct method involves a demagogue who “decide[s] 25
 Horgan, “Psychology of Terrorism,” 199.21
 Ibid.22
 Ibid.23
 Alex Schmid, “Terrorism as Psychological Warfare,” DS 1 (2005): 137–146. In contrast to the concerns 24
of definition and measurement of terrorism put forth by Horgan, Schmid’s study quantifies terrorism as a 
set of behaviors, ideology, or policies that elicit a response of terror in a target population.
 Schmid, “Terrorism as Psychological Warfare,” 137.25
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to apply the fear directly on the populace or sections thereof in order to terrorize them 
into obedience and submission.”  To put simply this second method of state-based 26
terrorism, Vladimir Lenin, who frequently used this second method, was once quoted as 
saying, “The purpose of terrorism is to produce terror.”  Indeed, if one’s goal is to 27
control a large amount of people, using the fear of subject peoples is a very effective tool. 
This second method of fear and intimidation is often used “indiscriminately and at 
random against a target group.”  The point behind adding such elements of surprise and 28
unpredictability to acts of terror is that it amplifies the desired response of fear among a 
wider audience.  To capture the core idea behind this desired outcome of state-based 29
terrorism, Schmid cites an ancient Chinese idiom, which states, “Kill one, [to] frighten 
ten thousand.”  The same principal applies in the context of terrorism in the modern 30
West.“Ted Kaczynski, the so-called Unabomber, a Harvard-educated American terrorist” 
states the following about his terroristic intensions: “In order to get our message before 
the public with some chance of making a lasting impression, we [ha]ve had to kill 
people.”  Whether it is Ted Kaczynski or Vladimir Lenin, the same result of this second 31





 Schmid, “Terrorism as Psychological Warfare,” 138.30
 Schmid, “Terrorism as Psychological Warfare,” 139.31
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terror are either paralyzed by extreme fear (immobilized) or panic from such fear 
(mobilized)—reactions which in both cases make rational thinking difficult.”  One could 32
understand the function of this second method of terrorism as amplifying fear to send a 
message to the public: We [the terrorist group or government] are in control because we 
can cause you [the public] to be afraid at any moment, and when we strike, you will not 
have no power to respond rationally and protect yourselves. 
It is this general message behind the second method of state-based terrorism that 
guides Fine in his examination of the manifestations of terrorism in ancient Near Eastern 
societies.  Much like state-based terrorism in modernity, ancient Near Eastern states 33
used acts of terror within the matrix of “a prestige of violence,” or as Max Weber called 
it, the state’s “monopoly of the legitimate use of physical force.”  It is from a fifteenth 34
century CE Italian political advisor, Niccolo Machiavelli, where this concept of a 
“prestige of violence” first takes shape. Consider an excerpt from Machiavelli’s The 
Prince concerning the role of fear in effective governmental leadership: 
Nevertheless a prince ought to inspire fear in such a way that, if he does not win 
love, he avoids hatred; because he can endure very well being feared whilst he is 
not hated, which will always be as long as he abstains from the property of his 
citizens and subjects and from their women. But when it is necessary for him to 
proceed against the life of someone, he must do it on proper justification and for 
manifest cause, but above all things he must keep his hands of the property of 
others, because men more quickly forget the death of their father than the loss of 
their patrimony. … But when a prince is with his army, and has control a 
 Ibid.32
 Fine, “Political and Philological Origins of the Term ‘Terrorism’,” 271.33
 Fine, “Political and Philological Origins of the Term ‘Terrorism’,” 272; See also Max Weber, “Politics as 34
a Vocation,” in From Max Weber: Essays in Sociology, ed. Hans Heinrich Gerth, C. Wright Mills (London: 
Routledge, 1991), 78.
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multitude of soldiers, then it is quite necessary for him to disregard the reputation 
of cruelty, for without it he would never hold his army united or disposed to its 
duties.  
Among the wonderful deeds of Hannibal this one is enumerated: that having led 
an enormous army, composed of many various races of men, to fight in foreign 
lands, no dissension arose either among them or against the prince, whether in his 
bad or in his good fortune. This arose from nothing else than his inhuman cruelty, 
which, with his boundless valour, made him revered and terrible in the sight of 
his soldiers, but without that cruelty, his other virtues were not sufficient to 
produce this effect.  35
Though it is clear that Machiavelli intended some measure of prudence on the part of the 
ruler in  their use of fear and intimidation to exercise of power, the way in which he 
frames the terms “proper justification” and “manifest cause” leaves much room for 
interpretation. Indeed, the general nature of these phrases, and the highly subjective 
language of the ruler’s rationale for using fear as a tool for subjugation, makes it easy for 
one to justify acts of terror.  
What is most important to glean from Machiavelli, however, is not the wide 
exegetical berth he gives the reader for justifying acts of terror but the description and 
qualifying attributes of the act of terror itself. Notice how Machiavelli describes the 
effective leadership of Hannibal: It was “his inhuman cruelty” that was a necessary, if not 
the central, ingredient to his success.  For without this “inhuman cruelty,” Machiavelli 36
remarks, the other aspects of Hannibal’s personality  would be insufficient to instill fear 
into his opponents. What is more, Machiavelli stresses that Hannibal’s “inhuman 37




cruelty” is best actualized in the context of warfare, or in displays of authority through 
military force.   38
Stepping back for a moment to consider the guiding question in the present 
section of this study, one can now draw from a series of concepts put forth by both 
Schmid and Machiavelli to create a working definition of terrorism in antiquity. To 
review, Schmid claims that state-based acts of terror involve the state’s use of physical 
force and ideological claims to power over and against a chosen population. Machiavelli 
clarifies that the state’s justified use of ruthless force in acts of terror falls under the 
category of a “prestige of violence,” which is actualized in the context of warfare and 
displays of military might. When put together, the following definition is produced: 
Terrorism in antiquity involves the state’s use of ruthless military force and ideological 
claims to power over subordinate peoples, which are justified by the state’s prestige of 
violence, and which intend to elicit responses of terror, helplessness, and ultimately, 
obedience in the subordinate peoples.  
Chapter 2 
The Neo-Assyrian Colonial Mission  
and Sargon’s Ideology of Power 
After having successfully defined terrorism in antiquity, one will now use this 
definition to answer the second question posed in the present study: Did the Neo-Assyrian 
 Ibid.38
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empire use terrorism? To determine if the policies and ideology of the Neo-Assyrian 
empire, namely the policies and ideology of Sargon II, were terroristic in nature, a 
treatment of the relevant Neo-Assyrian ideology and policy is necessary. If any 
discussion is to be had about the core motivations of Neo-Assyrian imperial ideology, one 
must first consider the role of the king, who was a central figure in this ideology.  
One can trace the roots of kingship ideology in the Neo-Assyrian empire back to 
Early/Middle Bronze Age Sumer, to the Epic of Gilgameš. It is in this Sumerian poem, 
Beate Pongratz-Leisten notes, where the bedrock of a Mesopotamian ideology of 
kingship begins to take shape.  Consider an excerpt from Tablet I of the later Standard 39
Babylonian Epic of Gilgameš, where views of kingship from the Old Babylonian version 
are fleshed out: 
(30) Surpassing all kings, heroic, lordly in stature (šanu’udu bēl gatti), 
Heroic offspring (qardu lillid) of Uruk, a charging wild bull (rīmu muttakpu), 
He leads the way in the vanguard, 
He marches at the rear, defender of his comrades, 
Mighty flood wall (kirbu dannu), protector of his troops, 
(35) Furious flood-wave (agû ezzu) smashing walls of stone, 
Wild calf of Lugalbanda, Gilgamesh is perfect in strength (gitmālu emūqi), 
Suckling of the divine wild cow, the woman Ninsun, 
Towering Gilgamesh is uncannily perfect (gitmālu rašubbu). …  40
This section of the poem highlights the prestige and heroism of Gligmaš as the idyllic 
king through the flawlessness of his physique, using such descriptors as šanu’udu bēl 
gatti, rīmu muttakpu, kirbu dannu, and agû ezzu to great effect.  Lines 32–33 add to 41




these descriptors of Gligameš’s physical might by stating that he was also an unmatched 
military savant, whose loyalty to his fellow troops was unquestioned. It is in line 38, 
however, where the prestigious reputation of Gilgameš as king reaches its zenith: 
“Towering Gilgameš is uncannily perfect.”  According to the Epic of Gilgameš, the king 42
is considered an adequate ruler because he is an awe-inspiring, indomitable physical 
force in the world and a master military leader.  
Early Mesopotamian civilizations also considered the ways in which kingship was 
related to divinity. The Mesopotamian “office of kingship was considered to be of divine 
origin and the human king was regarded as its recipient.”  However, in Early Dynastic 43
Ebla, mortuary cultic inscriptions listed the names of kings who performed divination 
rituals with the divine determinative, issuing them a “quasi-divine status,” to ensure that 
the dynastic line would be preserved.  Mesopotamian tradition of kingship shared much 44
in common with the above mortuary cultic practices of thirteenth century Ugarit, but 
neither the institution of kingship nor the mortuary cult were divinized in Mesopotamia, 
 Ibid.42
 Citing Leprohon, Pongratz-Leisten notes how some “similar observations have been made of the 43
Egyptian Pharaoh.” It is known in the field of Egyptology that the king achieved a divine status upon their 
death, when they would ascend to the heavens and become a star like many of their ancestors before them. 
For more information on this discussion, see James P. Allen, “Reading a Pyramid,” in Hommage à Jean 
Lecan, vol. 1 of Études Pharoniques (Cairo: IFAO, 1994), 5–28, especially 15–16. While such a ritual of 
monarchic apotheosis does not exist in Mesopotamian religion, the deification of the king’s name and their 
posthumous acquisition of divine status bear a remarkable resemblance to that of Egyptian religion. It is 
recommend by Pongratz-Leisten and Charpin that a thorough comparative analysis of concepts of kingship 
between Egypt and Mesopotamia is needed. Pongratz-Leisten, Religion and Ideology in Assyria, 226. 
 Pongratz-Leisten goes on to say that “[i]n later times the names of the kings listed in such invocations 44
were not written with the determinative for a divinity, but the understanding of the divine aspect of there 
ancestors must have applied to the enthronement ritual of the Old Babylonian king. No ritual prescription 
survives, but the text known as the Genealogy of the Hammurabi Dynasty was certainly an integral part of 
the enthronement process.” Ibid. 
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unlike their counterparts in Ugarit.  Similar to the use of the divine determinative in 45
Mesopotamian mortuary cults, Narām-Sîn (2254–2218 BCE) used the divine 
determinative in his name to consolidate state power during times of political crisis.  46
“Although the Ur III kings conceived of themselves as the protective genii of their city or 
of the land (dlama Urim-ma and dlama kalam-ma) beginning with the reign of Šulgi,” 
Narām-Sîn’s use of the divine determinative marked a turning point of innovation in the 
way Mesopotamian civilizations conceived of kingship.  Indeed, the king was still 47
human in the minds of Mesopotamians, but now, due to Narām-Sîn’s innovations, the 
king was set apart from the rest of humankind, which served an integral role in the 
consolidation of state power.  48
By the early second millennium BCE, Babylon and Assyria began to distinguish 
their ideologies of kingship from those of other Mesopotamian civilizations, equating the 
king with the warrior deity Ningirsu/Ninurta.  The central ideological texts for these 49
people groups were the Tukultī-Ninurta Epic (Babylon) and the Adad-nīnārī I Epic 
(Assyria), both of which were royal epics that articulated the prestige of kingship as 
 Pongratz-Leisten, Religion and Ideology in Assyria, 226–227.45
 Pongratz-Leisten, Religion and Ideology in Assyria, 227.46
 Ibid.47
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 Pongratz-Leisten, Religion and Ideology in Assyria, 228. When referencing the Mesopotamian war deity 49
both names will be used, because this deity goes by either name interchangeably in a number of stories in 
which this deity appears.
!15
inspired by iconic kings in these respective cultures.  Both epics “[cite] the transgression 50
of a diplomatic agreement that had been concluded between fathers of the Assyrian king 
and the Babylonian king,” and in response, both epics justify the use of military action 
and invoke the favor of Ningirsu/Ninurta in the king’s combative pursuits.  In the 51
Assyrian context, the Adad-nīnārī I Epic justifies the association of the king with 
Ningirsu/Ninurta because the epic opens with a proclamation that the king is the “great 
governor” of the Mesopotamian high god Enlil, a title also given to Ningirsu/Ninurta 
(i.e., “great governor of Enlil” [ensi2 -gal dEn-líl-lá]).   52
It must be emphasized, however, that the association of the king and Ningirsu/
Ninurta in  Assyrian ideology of kingship was not borne solely out of a convenience in 
similar job descriptions; the king’s connection to Ningirsu/Ninurta carried with it 
immense power in the palace and on the battlefield.  In the Anzû Myth, which is 53
recorded in the Early Dynastic Barton Cylinder and Sumerian literary composition titled 
Angimdimma, Ningirsu/Ninurta is described as going to war against a formidable chaos 
 Ibid.50
 Ibid.51
 Pongratz-Leisten, Religion and Ideology in Assyria, 228–229.52
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“Introduction: Representation—Tradition—Religion,” in Representations of Political Power: Case 
Histories from Times of Change and Dissolving Order in the Ancient Near East, ed. Marlies Heinz and 
Marian H. Feldman (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2007), 1.
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monster known as the Anzû bird.  Ningirsu/Ninurta, through a brilliant display of 54
wisdom and military force, defeats the Anzû bird of chaos and brings order to the 
cosmos.  Following the typical structure of Chaoskampf literature, this mythic battle 55
between Ningirsu/Ninurta and the Anzû bird involves “a warrior deity [who] battles the 
disruptive and hostile forces that have unsettled the cosmic balance,” whose success is 
due to military might, on the one hand, and acquired wisdom, on the other.  As a result, 56
“the young warrior is elevated in the pantheon to a position alongside the existing chief 
deity.”  In the context of kingship in Assyria, the relationship of Ningirsu/Ninurta and 57
the king was a powerful source for legitimating the king’s use of military violence to 
quell threats from enemy forces (cf. the Adad-nīnārī I Epic), because it was Ningirsu/
Ninurta who also used physical force to bring the powers of chaos into submission.  
Building off the foundation erected by its Mesopotamian predecessors, Assyrian 
ideology of kingship adapted the importance of military might in the Epic of Gilgameš 
and the idea of distinguishing of the king from other people introduced by Narām-Sîn. 
However, Assyrian ideology departs from its Mesopotamian predecessors, who believed 
that the king was explicitly human, by forging a direct link between the king and the war 
god Ningirsu/Ninurta. In so doing, a more refined ideology is formed: The Assyrian king 
is portrayed as a wise and all-powerful arbiter of order in the cosmos (like Ningirsu/
 Pongratz-Leisten, Religion and Ideology in Assyria, 232–234.54
 Ibid.55
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Ninurta), and any enemy force (like the Anzû bird) is equated with the forces of chaos, 
against whom any use of ruthless physical force is necessary for the king to maintain 
order in his kingdom and bring honor to the gods.  
Jumping ahead to the Neo-Assyrian period (912–612 BCE), the aforementioned 
ideology of kingship laid out by Assyrian predecessors reaches its apex with yet more 
associations of the king with Assyrian deities and a fleshed out ideology of imperialism. 
As the king was equated with the god Ningirsu/Ninurta as a subduer of chaos, who was 
justified in using military action to subdue chaos, this ideology of the king developed into 
claims of universal dominion over the entire earth.  Aster defines this guiding principle 58
of the Neo-Assyrian colonial mission as the “heroic principle of royal omnipotence,” 
where the king as subduer of chaos justifies his conquering of other nations as bringing 
order to the physical world.  This “heroic principle of royal omnipotence” begins to 59
inflate views of the king, and Assyria whole-cloth, even more during the Neo-Assyrian 
period as the king also becomes associated with the state deity of Assyria, Aššur, under 
whom the king serves as earthly emissary.  Much like the king’s relationship to 60
Ningirsu/Ninurta, the king’s connection to Aššur in the Neo-Assyrian period follows the 
principle of ‘as above, so below’: Because Aššur was the high-god who governed the 
 Shawn Zelig Aster, “The Image of Assyria in Isaiah 2:5–22: The Campaign Motif Reversed,” JAOS 127, 58
no. 3 (2007): 249–278.
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Century B.C.E.,” HUCA 78 (2007): 1–44.
 Aster, “Transmission of Neo-Assyrian Claims of Empire to Judah,” 7. See also Albert Kirk Grayson, 60
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heavens and established order in the cosmos, the king as Aššur’s representative (iššakku/
šangû) was justified in using military force and propagating statements of his power to 
demonstrate his governance over the entire earth. 
The use of military force was often bolstered by these statements of the king’s 
power and the supremacy of Assyria. For example, Paul Garelli notes how the titular 
descriptions of Neo-Assyrian kings reflected the view that they laid claim to the entire 
earth: [L]e titre qui traduit le mieux l’idée impériale est celui de šar kiššati, “roi de la 
totalité,” qui comporte le terme de “roi.” Cette constatation mérite qu’on examine les 
titulatures en usage sous l’empire assyrien, à partir d’un exemple concret, permettant de 
voir en même temps en quoi consistait la légitimité “royale” et l’idée d’Êtat qui s’en 
dégage.  Citing an example of a royal inscription belonging to Esarhaddon, Garelli 61
highlights several other prominent titles by which the king demonstrated his imperialistic 
worldview and ruthless militaristic disposition: “great king” (šarru rabû), “despotic king” 
(šarru dannu),  “king of everything (šar kiššati), “king of the land of Aššur” (šar 62
matAššurki), … “king of the four regions” (šar kibrāt erbettiti).  In addition to titular 63
designations of the king as universal ruler of the world (à la Aššur), ideology of the king 
develops concepts first articulated in the Standard Babylonian Epic of Gilgameš and the 
 Paul Garelli, “L’État et la légitimité royale sous l’empire assyrien,” in Power and Propaganda: A 61
Symposium on Ancient Empires, ed. Mogens Trolle Larsen (Copenhagen: Akademisk Forlag, 1979), 319.
 Considering that the Assyrian king viewed himself as a violent and perfect military leader, Garelli notes 62
how šarru dannu should not be translated as “powerful king,” as a plain reading of the Akkadian would 
suggest, but as “despotic king,” following the definition laid out in the CAD. Garelli, “L’État et la légitimité 
royale sous l’empire assyrien,” 323. 
 Garelli, “L’État et la légitimité royale sous l’empire assyrien,” 319.63
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Anzû Myth, in which the Neo-Assyrian king “cultivated a “professional” image of 
technical and informational competency.”  For example, Steven Holloway states that 64
numerous Neo-Assyrian royal inscriptions designate kings with various admirable 
qualities that extoll their proficiency as military and political leaders: “wise (eršu), 
intelligent (ḫassu), understanding (ḫasīsu), experienced (itpēšu), knowledgeable (mudû), 
informed (muntalku), circumspect (pitqudu), broad of understanding (šadal karše), and 
competent (lē’û).”  65
Taking this inflated view of the Neo-Assyrian king to the battlefield, ideology 
comprising the Neo-Assyrian colonial mission sets apart Assyria as a supreme nation by 
the way it characterizes enemy peoples. When an Assyrian king faced off against a polity 
that refused to submit to Assyrian forces in battle, royal inscriptions detail how the 
adjective muštarḫu  (or in later Assyrian, multarḫu) would be used to describe the 
recalcitrant polity as “proud.”  Muštarḫu  (and later, multarḫu) often appears in titular 66
headings of royal inscriptions to describe the king as a subduer of the “proud.”  67
Consider, for example, the headings of inscriptions belonging to Tukulti-Ninurta I, 
Shalmaneser III, and Sargon II: 
 Steven W. Holloway, Aššur is King! Aššur is King!: Religion in the Exercise of Power in the Neo-64
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 Namely, an oppositional polity is considered “proud” because they are accused of assuming they are on 66




šar kiššati, šarru dannu, šar māt Aššur, kāšid multarḫī … 
 
King of the world, strong king, king of the land of Assyria, conqueror of the 
proud …  
... ša ina zikir bēlūtišu kibrāte ultanapšaqā, iḫīlū alāne, zikaru dannu mukabbis 
kišād ājabišu muparrir kiṣri multarḫī dāiš kullat nākirī … 
… at whose lordly command, the (four) quarters are distressed and cities 
convulsed, strong male who treads upon the necks of his foe, who breaks up the 
forces of the proud, trampler of all his enemies …  
aššu haṭām pî muštarḫī, kas puriddi qardammi  
to muzzle the lips of the proud, and hobble the feet of the wicked.  68
The same idea was communicated by the word takālu (to trust), as in “he trusted (takālu) 
in his own strength.”  Consider an example from Sargon II’s Letter to the Gods: 69
ana emuqi ramānišunu taklūma la īdû bēlūtu  
In their own strength they trusted; they know not lordship.   70
As one may observe from the above Assyrian source material, the king’s opposition to the 
proud is necessarily characterized by a need to subdue proud forces. This ‘need’ stems 
from the desire for the king to defend and maintain his sovereignty over the known 
world, which is explicitly achieved through portraying the king as unwaveringly just and 
other polities as indelibly evil. Aster notes how royal inscriptions would often 
characterize an oppositional polity as holistically embodying the identity of a nakrū 
(enemy),  which is demonstrated to some degree in the titular heading belonging to 71
 Aster, “The Image of Assyria,” 265–266. 68
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Shalmaneser III cited above. This embodied ‘enemy-hood’ and need to subdue the proud 
is given credence by the accusation that oppositional polities are proud because they 
“trust in their own strength” and not in the strength of the king, who is considered the 
supreme military general (vis-à-vis Ningirsu/Ninurta) and the perfect political leader of 
the world (vis-à-vis Aššur). Trusting in one’s own strength detracts from claims to 
sovereignty of the king, and thus, according these Neo-Assyrian kings, polities who make 
such claims against Assyria’s ‘god-given right to universal dominion’ must be punished 
accordingly.  
To cement in the minds of subordinate peoples the power of the Neo-Assyrian 
king and his military-state, Neo-Assyrian imperial ideology principally relied on the use 
of fear to control people. The king was imparted with a divine melammu (or terrifying 
aura) by Aššur upon his coronation, which was used to great effect in demoralizing and 
conquering surrounding civilizations.  The king’s melammu consolidates into one term 72
the various aspects of the king’s ruthless proficiency in military strategy and dominion 
over the known world. In the Neo-Assyrian context, the element of terror is added to this 
ideology of the king’s melammu and his claims to empire. To illustrate the affective 
impact of the king’s melammu, consider a quote from Grand Moff Tarkin in Star Wars: A 
 Aster, “The Image of Assyria,” 252. See also Luckenbill, Daniel David. The Annals of Sennacherib. 72
Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1924), where in the Bull Inscription at the Palace at Nineveh, 
Sennacherib describes how his melammu functions as a terrifying aura:  
30. … e-li bilti maḫ-ri-ti na-dan mâti-šu-un man-da-at-tú-rad-di-ma ú-kin ṣi-ru-uš-šu-un šú-ú mḪa-za-ḳi-a-
ú pul-ḫi me-lam-me 31. be-lu-ti-ia is-ḫu-pu-šú-ma … 
30. To the previous tribute, I imposed and laid upon him the giving up of his land as a gift. That Hezekiah, 
the terrifying aura 31. of my royalty overcame him …
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New Hope. When questioned about the emperor’s move to dissolve the old galactic 
republic, Tarkin says, “Fear will keep the local systems in line; fear of this battle station.” 
Much like the terrifying prospects of the Death Star’s capability to destroy planets in the 
Star Wars universe, so too did the king’s melammu point to his destructive capabilities 
should people oppose him. Whether the foe fled as a result of sheer terror at the sight of 
the king and his army or was overwhelmed and forced to surrender, the king’s melammu 
would show other polities that their opposition to the Neo-Assyrian colonial mission 
would not be tolerated by the king. What follows are two examples from Tiglath-pileser 
III and Sennacherib that demonstrate the above point: 
giškakkēya iplaḫma ana šūzub napsātišu ... iḫliqma 
He feared my weapons and fled to save his life. 
tīb tāḫāziya ezzi ēdurma, 
The onset of my terrible battle he feared.  73
Despite the array of evidence that outlines the contours of the ideology of the 
Neo-Assyrian colonial mission, some scholars maintain that Assyria neither adopted a 
comprehensive practice of “Assyrianization” nor viewed what they were doing as 
“colonialism.”  Angelika Berlejung asserts that Assyria was not heavily involved in the 74
various territories over which it ruled, and the only requirements were for subordinate 
vassals to obey the king’s decree and pay tribute to Assyria, which Berlejung sums up in 
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three words: “obey and pay.”  While more evidence is needed before any claims can be 75
made of comprehensive policy of “Assyrianization,”  it is clear that Neo-Assyrian kings 76
viewed the role of Assyria in the world as something more than a nation requiring 
peoples to merely “obey and pay.” According to the various ideologies that developed 
from the king’s connections to Ningirsu/Ninurta and Aššur, it appears that the Assyrians 
viewed themselves as an empire with colonial aspirations for world domination. 
Furthermore, Neo-Assyrian imperial ideology reified its potency in the world by relying 
heavily on the use of fear to subjugate surrounding peoples. Accordingly, Mario Liverani 
states that the Neo-Assyrian empire possessed an “ideology of terror.”   77
If one pauses to compare the evidence presented thus far, Neo-Assyrian imperial 
ideology appears to fit well with the definition of terrorism in antiquity established earlier 
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in this study. To review, the end results of terror and obedience were often achieved in 
antiquity through ruthless displays of military force and proclamations of ideologies of 
power in the context of a “prestige of violence.” While Schmid stresses the importance of 
the element of surprise in modern state-based terrorism,  the Neo-Assyrian empire 78
instead relied on ideology and displays of force themselves to convey an image of an 
imperial entity that was something of which to be afraid. Since the Neo-Assyrian empire 
used regularly ruthless acts of military force and proclamations of the king’s power to 
dominate the world, especially through the king’s imposition of his melammu, it can be 
determined that the Neo-Assyrian empire thrived on terrorism to maintain control of 
people. 
However, could the same be said for the Neo-Assyrian empire under Sargon II? 
Did he subscribe to the same ideologies or put forth policies that fell in line with the 
terroristic aspirations of Neo-Assyrian imperialism? Josette Elayi states that “[j]ust like 
his predecessors, Sargon was a pragmatist; he considered the conquest of the west as a 
success if he obtained maximum profit with the minimum investment. Using the prestige-
oriented propaganda in his royal inscriptions, he pointed to his invincibility and 
superiority with the help of the gods.”  In his Letter to the Gods, which contains a 79
number of paramount ideological statements about Assyrian imperialism, crafted by 
Sargon following his defeat of Urartu, Sargon uses a lot of similar language of royal 
 Schmid, “Terrorism as Psychological Warfare,” 137.78
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omnipotence and Chaoskampf concerning his ideology of kingship (more on this later).  80
Sargon also uses familiar language of universal kingship and military prowess in a clay 
cylinder inscription recovered from Dur-Sharrukin (Khorsabad, Iraq; just north of the 
modern city of Mosul). Consider a translated sub-section of lines 8–16 from this clay 
cylinder by Andreas Fuchs:
The king [šarru] for whom, since the (inaugural) day of his reign [bēlūtišu], there 
was no prince [malku] who was an equal opponent [gabarâšu], who in battle and 
warfare saw no one who could defeat him, (and) who smashed all the enemy 
lands to pieces like pot sherds, and put nose ropes on the rebels of the four 
corners (of the earth).  81
When citing the various positive attributes about the king’s proficiency as a wise ruler, 
Holloway states that these titles specifically apply to Sargon and the offspring of his royal 
lineage.  “In an exercise of heroic priority, Sargon II plumes himself as “most competent 82
of princes” (lē’ē kal malkī), “the wisest prince in the world” (igigal malki ša kiššati).”  83
Additionally, Sargon was no stranger to the use of terror to demonstrate his power in the 
world around him. James Pritchard offers a translation of lines 11–15 in Sargon’s annals 
detailing his sacking of Ashdod which demonstrates his reliance on terror in battle:  84
Imani from Ashdod, afraid of my armed force (lit.: weapons), left his wife and 
children and fled to the frontier of M[usru] which belongs to Meluhha (i.e., 
Ethiopia) and hid (lit.: stayed) there like a thief. I installed an officer of mine as 
governor over his entire large country and its prosperous inhabitants, (thus) 
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aggrandizing (again) the territory belonging to Ashur, the king of the gods. The 
terror(-inspiring) glamor of Ashur, my lord, overpowered (however) the king of 
Meluhha and he threw him (i.e. Imani) in fetters on hands and feet, and sent him 
to me, to Assyria.  85
Another way in which Sargon demonstrated his terrifying power as a chaos 
subduer was through his active association with Ningirsu/Ninurta in the practice of the 
akītu ritual. During the Sargonid period, the akītu ritual served as a formative “victory 
celebration” of the king’s military conquests, where Sargon’s accomplishments in battle 
were extolled as definitive statements of “supremacy over enemies who are 
demonized.”  At the center of this celebration, cedar wood and animal flesh were burned 86
to represent “the smell of the loose flesh of evil gods, not specified by name.”  “The 87
ritual text parallels the king’s military victories with the mythological victory of Ningirsu/
Ninurta, who avenges Enlil by defeating evil gods” and the Anzû bird of chaos.   88
Looking specifically to matters related to Judah and the southern Levant, the 
geographical area with which Isa 10:5–34 is primarily concerned, Sargon brought his 
terroristic aspirations to life not only through military conquest but also through 
implementing a deportation policy in 710 BCE that would fundamentally impact the 
sociocultural makeup of Judah. In this deportation policy, Sargon not only displaced 
members of the Assyrian province of Samaria (formerly Israel) and the vassal territory of 
 Ibid.85




Judah, but he also imported exiles from all around the empire into Judah.  This was done 89
in Judah, and in other areas of the southern Levant, because the southern Levant was a 
hotbed for revolt during Sargon’s reign.  A central goal of such deportation policy was to 90
redistribute the population makeup of rebellious territories to better ensure loyalty to 
Assyria.  While modern readers who are familiar with Assyrian bi-directional 91
deportation policy might not think Sargon’s policy was exceptional, Aster stresses that 
“this practice was new to the inhabitants of the southern Levant.”  In the eyes of 92
Judeans, Sargon’s deportation policy was a completely new and likely terrifying 
experience to behold. As Elayi states, “[t]he objective of deportations was to intimidate, 
to undermine local resistance.”  With every new group that would enter Judah’s borders, 93
one can imagine how indigenous Judeans might have expressed sentiments of fear and 
anger as they witnessed the bedrock of their distinct culture and communal identity 
crumbling beneath them.  
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A final, and nonetheless important, component of Sargon’s ideology of empire 
was the legendary western journey to cut down the cedars of Lebanon. This act of 
traveling to Lebanon and felling its cedars, which were regarded by Assyria and others 
around the ancient Near East as highly valuable for construction projects, served as a 
crowning achievement of Neo-Assyrian imperial conquest.  By going as far west as one 94
possibly could on land, this western journey was idolized among Neo-Assyrian kings 
because it fulfilled one of the core ideological statements of kingship, the universal rule 
of the world, which also legitimated the king’s title as the “ruler of the four regions” (šar 
kibrāt erbettiti).  The western journey and the felling of the cedars of Lebanon shows up 95
often in royal inscriptions. Consider a translated excerpt from the annals of Tiglath-
pileser I: 
ana Labnana lu allik gušūrī ša erēni … akkis ašša 
I went to Mount Lebanon, trunks of cedar … I cut, I carried off.  96
Another example of this motif comes from the annals of Shalmaneser III, of which 
Machinist offers a translation: 
ana šadē  KURḪamāni eli GIŠgišūrē GIŠerēnī GIŠburāšū akkis ṣalam šarrūtiya ina 
muḫḫi KURḪamāni ušēziz 
I went up to the mountains of the Amanus and cut down logs of cedar and 
juniper. My royal image I set up before the Amanus.  97
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Though there are no inscriptions of Sargon making a journey to Lebanon to cut down 
cedars in his writings, it is worth nothing that he was aware of the power of this 
ideological concept in the context of imperialism. On a relief recovered from Sargon’s 
palace at Dur-Sharrukin, there is a detailed depiction of Assyrian workforces loading 
Lebanese cedars onto boats to bring back to Assyria.  Given that this relief was 98
displayed in Sargon’s palace, a space which often served as  a vehicle for communicating 
imperial ideology to subjects who would visit the capitol,  it is reasonable to suggest that 99
Sargon knew the power behind the western journey motif and expressed it in his ideology 
of power. 
Viewing the above presented ideologies and policies central to the reign of Sargon 
II in light of the conclusions drawn concerning the terroristic nature of the Neo-Assyrian 
colonial machine, it would seem that the ideology expressed by Sargon also benefits from 
the use of terror to subjugate peoples in and around his empire. Sargon’s claims to power 
and use of military force (as well as population displacement) appear align well with the 
definition of terrorism terrorism in antiquity outlined in this study. Thus, the final task of 
the present study is to answer a third question: How does Isa 10:5–34 respond to acts of 
terror from Sargon II? If Sargon understood his policies and ideology to be fueled by acts 
of terror, then how did Isaiah seek to combat them? 
 See “Water transport of cedar logs from Lebanon for construction of a palace, detail of relief from North 98
Court of Honor, Palace of Sargon II at Khorsabad (Dur-Sharrukin),” http://quod.lib.umich.edu/a/aict/x-
ne041/ne000_img0041, University of Michigan Library Digital Collections, accessed: March 25, 2019.
 For more information, see Aster, “Transmission of Neo-Assyrian Claims of Empire to Judah,” 8–9.99
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Chapter 3 
Reversing the Ideology of the Assyrian King: Isa 5–15 
In the first section of the oracle (Isa 10:5–15), v. 5 opens in the typical “woe 
oracle” style, with הֹוי introducing the recipient of the oracle: “Woe Assyria, rod of my 
anger, and staff in whose hand is my fury!”  Here, one observes how Yahweh’s anger 100
 and (ֵׁשֶבט) are directed at Assyria through two physical objects: a rod (זְַעִמי) and fury (ַאִּפי)
a staff (ַמֶּטה). Wildberger remarks how a ׁשבט can carry with it connotations of kingship 
(like a scepter), “as in Gen 49:10; Num 24:17; Judg 5:14; Isa 9:3; 11:4; 14:5; Amos 1:5, 
8, and often elsewhere.”  The same can be sad of a מטה (cf. Jer 48:17; Ezek 19:11–14; 101
Ps 110:2). But there is some nuance to a מטה, because it specifically refers to a divination 
rod, similar to the one used by Egyptian diviners (Exod 7:12).   While it is clear that 102
images of the ׁשבט and the מטה appear to illustrate the regnal power of Yahweh, Chan 
suggests that these references are not unique to the prophet Isaiah or biblical tradition but 
specifically draw on material from Assyrian royal inscriptions.   103
While Yahweh views Assyria to be the rod of his anger in v. 5a, it was an Assyrian 
 All English translations of Isa 10:5–34 are original translations of the MT by the author of the present 100
study.
 Wildberger also notes that “[s]ince Yahweh is “king,” his ׁשבט (rod) can certainly function as a symbol 101
of his power as a ruler. Nevertheless, the book of Job also speaks about Yahweh’s ׁשבט (rod), 9:34 and 21:9 
(cf. also 37:17), but there the background for the imagery about God is in his role as a teacher; cf. Prov 
13:24; 22:15; 23:13f.; 26:3; 29:15; however, in addition to other passages, also 2 Sam 7:14; 23:21; Isa 
14:29.” Wildberger, Isaiah 1–12, 416. 
 Thus, when readers see the מטה in v. 5, Wildberger states that it would be helpful to picture a 102 מטה-עז
(mighty scepter); Jer 48:17; Ezek 19:11; Ps 110:2, a staff which has magical powers within it. Ibid. 
 Chan, “Rhetorical Reversal and Usurpation,” 723. 103
!31
king named Ashurnasirpal II who understood his role as king in similar terms. Instead of 
Yahweh, however, Ashurnasirpal imagined himself as a weapon in the hands of the 
Assyrian gods: “Ashurnasirpal, strong king, king of the universe … beloved of the gods 
Anu and Dagan, destructive weapon [kašūš] of the great gods.”  A similar reference can 104
be found in an inscription at a fort belonging to Ashurnasirpal’s successor, Shalmaneser 
III, which reads, “strong king, king of the universe … the weapon [kašū[š]] which 
destroys.”  Following his predecessor, Shalmaneser was called “the weapon [kašūš] 105
which destroys all quarters.”   106
Concerning the image of the “staff of fury” in v. 5b, parallels with Assyrian 
inscriptions continue to abound. For example, in the annals of Šamšī-Adad V, one reads, 
“They [the Medes] took fright in the face of the angry weapons of Assur.”  Circling 107
back to Ashurnasirpal II, one finds the following: “with the fierce weapons which Assur, 
(my) lord, gave to me I mustered (my) weapons (and) troops (and) marched to the pass of 
the city of Babitu.”  Additionally, in the reports of Sargon II, one reads, “By means of 108
the power of Aššur, Nabû (and) Marduk, the great gods, my lords, who have raised my 





 Chan, “Rhetorical Reversal and Usurpation,” 724. 108
 Ibid.109
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As a result of the plethora of allusions to Assyrian royal inscriptions in v.5, one 
can observe Isaiah’s first clear attack of Neo-Assyrian imperial ideology: Yahweh’s 
regnal power is specifically over and against the power of Assyria. Where inscriptional 
material places the gods of the Assyrian king in the position of highest authority in the 
land, Isa 10:5 subverts this view and places Yahweh center stage as the god to whom 
Assyria is beholden. 
V. 6 introduces the audience to the mission with which Yahweh tasks Assyria, 
who is established as a subordinate to Yahweh: “I will send him against a godless nation, 
and I give him command over the people of my wrath, to take plunder, to despoil, to take 
the booty, and to tread them down like the mortar of the streets.” Here, one will observe a 
second example where the ideology Assyria is undermined. It has been noted above that 
it is the gods of Assyria who issue commands for the king to execute as the representative 
of Aššur on earth. In Isa 10:6, however, it is Yahweh who is issuing commands to the 
Assyrian king, not his gods.   110
When read together, vv. 5–6 dethrone the gods of Assyria by placing Assyria 
under Yahweh’s wrath. Since Neo-Assyrian kings prided themselves on their connection 
to the gods as their representative on earth, Isaiah’s twofold attack of Neo-Assyrian 
ideology also usurps the king by relegating him to the space of an ineffective pawn in the 
broader game that Yahweh is playing on the world stage. It appears that the concern here 
is the looming threat of Assyria’s ideology of terror over the inhabitants of Judah, as has 
 Chan, “Rhetorical Reversal and Usurpation,” 725.110
!33
been discussed above, and thus Isa 10:5–6 appears to take the first steps in crafting what 
can be called a rhetoric of counter-terrorism, or an official discourse in which a 
population impacted by terrorism seeks to mitigate the physical and ideological effects of 
terrorism on its members, typically through diminishing or subverting the ideology of the 
terrorist.  For example, Isaiah erases the Assyrian gods, and then he makes the Assyrian 111
king look very small and innocuous in the eyes of Yahweh. In so doing, the prophet takes 
away the power of terror from the terrorist.  
Isaiah’s systematic attack of Assyrian ideology picks up again v. 10–11, where a 
quote by the unnamed Assyrian king is presented: “As my my hand has found the 
kingdoms of the idols, whose carved images were greater than [those of] Jerusalem and 
Samaria, shall I not do thus to Jerusalem and its idols as I have done to Samaria and its 
idols?” This quote serves as a crucial datum for Machinist in dating this portion of Isa 
10:5–34 to the Sargonid period (722–705 BCE). While some scholars question the 
authenticity of vv. 10–11 (and 12), citing that the emphasis on idols in the lands of Judah 
and Israel were borne of a later Deuteronomistic convention, Machinist points out that the 
pillaging of idols and sacred images from conquered territories was a common practice in 
 The above definition of a rhetoric of counter-terrorism has been adapted from several key elements of 111
counter-terroristic rhetoric in Richard Jackson’s article titled, “Security, Democracy, and the Rhetoric of 
Counter-Terrorism.” Though Jackson speaks of counter-terroristic rhetoric in the modern western context of 
the United States in the wake of 9/11 and is critical of its impact on democracy, much of what is said in his 
article concerning the basic function of counter-terroristic rhetoric can provide some insight into how an 
ancient writer, much like Isaiah, could have used a similar discursive process to combat terroristic imperial 
ideology from the Neo-Assyrian empire. For information, see Richard Jackson, “Security, Democracy, and 
the Rhetoric of Counter-Terrorism,” DS 1, no. 2 (2005): 147–171 (here, 148–149).
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Neo-Assyrian imperialism.  What is more, the threat of ending up like Israel and its 112
idols issued to Judah seems to be speaking of a time after the destruction of Samaria (722 
BCE), and the way in which this threat is issued might suggest that the person issuing the 
threat was the one who also sacked Israel, and thus the speaker may be Sargon.   113
V. 12 issues a response to the threat in vv. 10–11, where after Yahweh is finished 
with his deeds on Zion and in Jerusalem, Yahweh says, “I will punish the fruit of the 
arrogant heart of the king of Assyria and the glory of his lofty gaze.” If one recalls the 
earlier discussion about how the Assyrian king views all peoples against Assyria as 
muštarḫu (“proud”), then the threat posed by Yahweh in 10:12 takes on a particular 
polemical character. Like in vv. 5–6, v. 12 reverses the Assyrian king’s claims to 
universal kingship, but instead of other nations being described as haughty subordinates, 
it is now the Assyrian king who is characterized as the haughty subordinate. Taking the 
next step in crafting a rhetoric of counter-terrorism, Isa 10:12 goes further than merely 
making the king a pawn of Yahweh; the prophet effectively converts the king into a 
recalcitrant subject under Yahweh and further nullifies the terrifying threats of the Neo-
Assyrian ideology of kingship. 
 Aster, Reflections of Empire in Isaiah 1–39, 202.  See also Peter Machinist, “‘Ah, Assyria…’ (Isaiah 112
10:5ff.): Isaiah’s Assyrian Polemic Revisited,” in Not only History: Proceedings of the Conference in 
Honor of Mario Liverani Held in Sapienza-Università di Roma, Dipartimento di Scienze dell’Antichità, 20–
21 April 2009, ed. Gilda Bartoloni and Maria Giovanna Biga, in collaboration with Armando Bramanti 
(Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2016), 183–217, quoted in Aster, Reflections of Empire in Isaiah 1–39, 
202.
 Machinist, “‘Ah, Assyria…’ (Isaiah 10:5ff.), 195, quoted in Ibid. Aster supports this claim by Machinist 113
by adding that the city references in Isa 10:9 are all places that had fallen in campaigns headed up by 
Sargon, and thus both Machinist and Aster justify dating this portion of the text to the Sargonid period. For 
more information, see Aster, Reflections of Empire in Isaiah 1–39, 182–183.
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Isa 10:13–14 introduce a second series of quotes from the Assyrian king. In v. 13 
the text reads, “For he says: By the strength of my hand and my wisdom I have done [it], 
for I am perceptive. I have removed the boundaries of the people, plundered their 
treasuries, and brought down their inhabitants like a bull.” The allusions to Neo-Assyrian 
inscriptional material are numerous in v. 13, which has led scholars such as J. J. Roberts 
to deduce that this verse contains “the typical claims of the Assyrian kings to enormous 
power, almost endless military success, and great wisdom.”  Aster contests that one has 114
good reason to believe v. 13 was more than a cobbling together of disparate Neo-
Assyrian source material. In fact, the three motifs of “a) strength expressed through the 
hand (ְּבכַֹח יִָדי ָעִׂשיִתי); b) the wisdom of the Assyrian (ּוְבָחְכָמִתי ִּכי נְֻבנֹוִתי); c) the removal of 
the nations’ boundaries (ְוָאִסיר ְּגבּוֹלת ַעִּמים)” mirror three motifs in Sargon’s Letter to the 
Gods, which “form part of Sargon’s self presentation.”   115
In his letter Sargon portrays himself as a wizened ruler, who respects the 
established boundaries between nations and accepts that these boundaries were erected by 
the gods, whereas his Urartian opponent Rusa is described in precisely opposite terms.  116
To observe this distinction between Sargon and Rusa, consider first lines 112–115 of 
Sargon’s Letter to the Gods, which describe Sargon: 
 Roberts, First Isaiah, 167.114
 Aster, Reflections of Empire in Isaiah 1–39, 191–192.115
 For a full treatment of the ways in which Sargon describes his confrontations with his Urartian 116
neighbors to the north in his Letter to the Gods, see Marc Van de Mieroop, “A Study in Contrast: Sargon of 
Assyria and Rusa of Urartu,” in Opening the Tablet Box: Near Eastern Studies in Honor of Benjamin R. 
Foster, ed. Sarah Melville and Alice Slotsky (Leiden: Brill, 2010), 417–434, quoted in Aster, Reflections of 
Empire in Isaiah 1–39, 192.
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I, Sargon, the king of the four corners of the world, the shepherd of Assyria, who 
observes the oath (like, the oil) of Enlil and Marduk, who heeds the ruling of 
Shamash, who is the seed of Assur, the city of wisdom and broad understanding, 
who reverently attends to the word of the great gods, who does not question their 
decreed plans, correct king, who speaks good and rejects lies. Wicked and 
destructive words do not come from his mouth. Wisest among all kings.  117
Now view the the contrasting portrait of Rusa in lines 92–94: 
Rusa, the Urartian, who does not observe the command of the gods Assur and 
Marduk, who does not respect the oath of the lord of lords, mountain man, the 
seed of a murderous line, who does not know practical intelligence, whose lips 
are voluble with nothingness and slander, who does not guard the solemn 
command of Shamash, the judge of the gods, and who year after year without 
ceasing again and again transgresses his (Shamash’s) decreed plans.  118
In these contrasting excerpts, Sargon is celebrated as honoring the gods Aššur, Marduk, 
and Šamaš, whereas Rusa is castigated for not honoring these gods.  Additionally, 119
Sargon is said to respect the boundaries between nations, whereas Rusa infringes upon 
national borders regularly.  It is for these reasons why in lines 31–60 Sargon accuses 120
Rusa of transgressing the borders of Ullusunu the Mannaean, and it is immediately 
following this accusation (lines 60–61) where Sargon makes a justification for 
campaigning against Rusa: 
With the overwhelming strength that Assur and Marduk bestowed upon me by 
making my weaponry superior to that of any other sovereign in the world, I 
declared to them to defeat the land or Urartu and to bring relief to the troubled 
peoples of the land of the Mannaeans.  121
Looking back to the biblical text, it appears that claims to wisdom, power, and 




 Aster, Reflections of Empire in Isaiah 1–39, 192–193. 121
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border removal in 10:13 mirror the justification behind Sargon campaigning against Rusa 
as outlined in his Letter to the Gods. However, the phrase ְואֹוִריד ַּכאִּביר יֹוְׁשִבים (“And I will 
bring down their inhabitants like a bull”) is an odd expression in Biblical Hebrew. 
Biblical Hebrew never uses the verb ירד (to bring down) to express the defeat of an 
opponent.  Therefore, Aster believes that this bovine imagery used for military conquest 122
“may be a reference to the specific simile Sargon uses in his letter.”   123
Lastly, it is worth mentioning how Sargon recounts navigating the formidable 
mountain terrain to attack Urartu in lines 255–257 of his Letter to the Gods:  
I had my furious troops pass through the mountain’s remotest recesses, like wild 
sheep … I had the vast armies of Assur swarm over their cities like locusts and I 
let my swift, plundering troops enter their innermost chambers. The good, 
chattels, and treasures … they brought me, I laid hands on their accumulated 
wealth.   124
Much like Sargon’s comparison between Rusa and himself, the above excerpt 
demonstrates an external influence on Isa 10:13, especially with its references to 
plundering the goods of the  enemy inhabitants (i.e., their treasuries). Therefore, it is 
likely that in v. 13 Isaiah is restating claims made by Sargon in his Letter to the Gods and 
informing his audience of what Sargon’s ideology of imperial conquest entails. 
The same can be said of Isa 10:14, which reads, “ My hand has found the riches 
 Aster, Reflections of Empire in Isaiah 1–39, 197. The practice of comparing the Assyrian king to a 122
“strong bull” was, however, a fairly common practice in Assyrian literature. This motif also shows up in a 
number of “Near Eastern glyptics.” For more information, see Gösta A. Ahlström, The History of Ancient 
Palestine, ed. Diana Edelman (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1993), 665. One of the earliest examples of this motif 
can be observed in the Narmer palette from pre-dynastic Egypt. See James B. Pritchard, e.d., Ancient Near 
East in Pictures Relating to the Old Testament, 2nd ed. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1974), figs. 




of the people like a nest, and like one gathers remaining eggs, I have gathered all the 
earth. There was no flapping of wing[s] nor opening of mouth[s]—not even a chirp.”  125
On its own, Aster remarks how metaphorical imagery of this kind is truly unique in the 
Hebrew Bible. However, when read side by side with Sargon’s Letter to the Gods, the 
imagery in v. 14 begins to make sense. Aster states that this ornithological motif appears 
often in Assyrian royal inscriptions, but it is mostly  used to describe defeated foes as 
“flying away” from the battlefield or imprisoned enemies like a “caged bird.”  In Isa 126
10:14, however, none of this imagery appears. Instead, the text’s focus is on “the birds’ 
lack of wing-flapping or chirping as the Assyrian gathers eggs from their nests.”  127
Considering that these two images are highly specific and likely related, Aster notes that 
this “motif fits well in Sargon’s letter,” which often refers to birds nesting in very difficult 
mountain terrain, “since birds typically build nests in inaccessible places to avoid 
predators stealing their eggs, and this passage emphasizes that even the birds found this 
particular location too inaccessible for their nests.”  However, the use of this motif in 128
Isa 10:14 is unclear, because one would except a bird to fly in the face of an attacker and 
peck at them, not merely flap its wings.  It appears, therefore, that the phrase 129 ְוֹלא ָהיָה נֵֹדד
 Though the nouns ָּכנָף (wing) and ֶפה (mouth) appear in the singular in the text, the author translates 125
them instead (albeit tentatively) as plurals to account for the syntax of their corresponding participles in 
English. 
 Aster, Reflections of Empire in Isaiah 1–39, 199.126
 Ibid.127
 Aster, Reflections of Empire in Isaiah 1–39, 199–200.128
 Aster, Reflections of Empire in Isaiah 1–39, 200.129
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 And there was no flapping of wing[s]”) “is an example of a blind motif, which does“) ָּכנָף
not fit neatly where it is inserted, and can best be understood by reference to the context 
from which it derives.”  In Aster’s view, this unique ornithological motif in Isa 10:14 130
likely stems from Sargon’s Letter to the Gods in some manner, or perhaps was adapted 
from an public reading of the letter, of which Isaiah was a witness, but this second point 
is purely speculative.  131
Concerning the element of silence at the end of v. 14, Sargon’s Letter to the Gods 
offers another parallel, particularly in descriptions of Sargon’s defeat of Rusa. Consider 
line 413–414 of Sargon’s letter, which reads, “His heart stood still, his liver burned within 
him, screams of grief dwelled in his lips. I caused mourning to echo in Urartu to its 
utmost extent and I caused perpetual mourning in the Na’iri lands.” In this excerpt, 
Urartu’s defeat drove him to embittered, mournful silence in the face of the enemy victor, 
Sargon. Perhaps this idea of stunning the enemy into silence influenced Isaiah in crafting 
the phrase ּופֶֹצה ֶפה ּוְמַצְפֵצף (“And no opening of mouth[s]—not even a chirp”). According 
to the evidence of Neo-Assyrian parallels to material in Isa 10:14, it appears that Isaiah is 
again quoting specific motifs present in Sargon’s Letter to the Gods, likely to inform his 
audience of the contours of Sargon’s imperial ideology.  
It is worth addressing, however, that Isaiah’s quotation of Sargonic inscriptions is 




Letter to the Gods comes when v. 15 returns to criticizing the Assyrian office of kingship: 
“Shall the ax boast against the one who chops it, [or] shall the saw vaunt itself against the 
one who saws with it, as if it could wield [itself] against a rod and those who lift it up, 
[or] as if it could lift a staff [as if it were] not wood?” Building off of vv. 5–6 and 12, v. 
15 brings rhetoric of counter-terrorism to a head: Not only is the king merely a tool in the 
hands of Yahweh, the all-powerful god of the universe, but the king’s pridefulness is now 
openly mocked in the form of a rhetorical question. When read in light of cited material 
from vv. 13–14, which provide a detailed description of Sargon’s boastful claims to 
pillaging, conquering, and instilling fear in enemy lands, this mockery of Sargon’s pride 
in v. 15 appears to neutralize the terrifying power behind Sargon’s claims to universal 
kingship. Accordingly, Isa 10:5–15 systematically confronts and renders obsolete the 
terror-fed ideology of kingship central to the Neo-Assyrian colonial mission.  
Chapter 4 
Appropriating the Akītu Ritual: Isa 16–19  
In next section of the text (vv. 16–19), one will observe some differences in 
rhetoric and content from the preceding section. Beginning with v. 16, one reads, 
“Therefore, the Lord Yahweh of Armies will send leanness among his fat ones,  and 132
 Concerning the phrase ְּבִמְׁשַמּנָיו ָרזֹון (“leanness among his fat ones”), Roberts writes that the “LXX has 132
εἰς τὴν σὴν τιµὴν ἀτιµίαν, “unto your honor dishonor,” a very prosaic effort to interpret what is in the MT. 
1QIsa, Vg., and Syr. follow MT. LXX does not seem to know the meaning of רזה (rāzâ); cf. 17:4, where it 
translates the verb from this root as σεισθήσεται, “shall be shaken.” There it renders ּוִמְׁשַמן ְּבָׂשרֹו, “the fatness 
of his flesh,” as καὶ τὰ πίονα τῆς δόξης αὐτοῦ, “and the fat/rich ones of his glory.” See Roberts, First Isaiah, 
168.
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under his glory he will burn like a raging inferno.” Departing from previous themes of 
kingship in the words ׁשבט and מטה, v. 16 instead offers an image of someone’s “fat 
ones” (ִמְׁשַמּנָיו) who are to become lean (ָרזֹון). With the occurrence of ָלֵכן (“therefore”) in 
the beginning of v. 16, Roberts states that it serves as a rhetorical transition marker that 
links vv. 16–19 with to vv. 5–15, and thus the “someone” to whom these “fat ones” 
belong is the Assyrian king.   133
Despite this occurrence ָלֵכן, it is in v. 24, Roberts notes, where the imagery of ׁשבט 
and מטה is picked up again, which leads scholars to believe that 1) Isa 10:5–15 may have 
originally been followed by Isa 10:24ff., and thus 2) Isa 10:16–19 was likely inserted into 
the original text by a redactor during the Josianic period.  Roberts is not convinced that 134
vv. 16–19 are a later insertion. Instead, he claims that vv. 16–19, and v. 16 in particular, 
are genuinely Isaianic, because their content matches that of an oracle in Isa 17:1–6, 
which comes from the period of the Syro-Ephraimite War.  Apart from “a loss of his 135
glory (10:18/ /17:4), and a destruction expressed in terms of arboreal or horticultural 
imagery,” Roberts maintains that both passages share the them of “a wasting away (ָרזֹון 
rāzôn/ /יֵָרזֶה yērāzeh) of the enemy’s fatness (ִמְׁשַמּנָיו mišmannāyw/ /ִמְׁשַמן mišman; 10:16/ /
17:4).”  Observing this same pattern between oracles years earlier, Ernst Haag posits 136
that the original audience of the oracular content in vv. 16–19 might have been Israel, 





who was one of the chief enemies of Judah during the Syro-Ephraimite War: “Ziel der 
Indienstnahme Assurs durch Gott ist ein ruchloses Volk, eine Nation, die Jahwes Groll 
provoziert hat. Gemeint ist Israel, genauer das Nordreich, dessen Gottentfremdung (Jes 9, 
16) der Grund für das Grollen Jahwes ist (Jes 9, 18).”  Accordingly, both Roberts and 137
Haag conclude that Isa 10:16–19 was likely an Isaianic adaption of one of his earlier 
oracles, which was repurposed for use in the present Neo-Assyrian context.  138
While the evidence cited by Roberts and Haag might seem compelling on its 
surface, there are some problems worth addressing. To be clear, the proposition that vv. 
16–19 may have been inserted into this oracle is a valid one, as there is a noticeable 
divergence in imagery between this pericope and the one which precedes it. However, in 
the additional claim that vv. 16–19 come from an earlier Isaianic oracle from the Syro-
Ephraimite War, Roberts and Haag may be committing a correlation-causation fallacy 
(i.e., hoc ergo propter hoc). If oracle x shares some words and imagery with oracle y, it 
does not necessarily follow that oracle x is a direct product of, or was caused by, oracle y. 
Perhaps Isaiah’s inspiration for the metaphor of “wasting away of the enemy’s fatness” 
comes from a different place. 
In his treatment of vv. 16–19, Aster claims that the above metaphor shares a lot in 
common with imagery of the Assyrian akītu ritual. While most of the important elements 
of the akītu ritual have already been attended to above, it is worth restating that this ritual 
 Ernst Haag, “Jesaja, Assur und der Antijahwe: Literar- und traditionsgeschichtliche Beobachtungen zu 137
Jes 10,5-15,” TTZ 103 (1994): 18-37.
 Roberts, First Isaiah, 169; Haag, “Jesaja, Assur und der Antijahwe,” 27.138
!43
celebrated the military victories of the king, where the burning of cedar wood and animal 
flesh represented the burning of enemy peoples and gods, effectively linking the king 
with Ningirsu/Ninurta and his defeat of the Anzû bird of chaos.   Perhaps the metaphor 139
of “wasting away of the enemy’s fatness” might be an example of how Isaiah borrows a 
key concept from the akītu ritual. 
A connection to the akītu ritual might also explain the purpose of כבוד (“glory”) in 
v. 16b. If one understands this כבוד as belonging to the Assyrian king, then the second half 
of the verse describes how the king is hanging over Yahweh’s raging inferno. Considering 
that the animal flesh and cedar wood burned over the akītu ritual fire represented the 
enemies of the king being vanquished in battle, it appears like the text is appropriating the 
akītu ritual and turning it against Assyria. It has been established that the Assyrian king is 
the top enemy of the state of Judah, and thus the roasting of his כבוד over Yahweh’s fire 
appears to symbolize Yahweh’s defeat of Assyria.  
But does this connection to the akītu ritual imply Sargon as the specific Assyrian 
king to whom the text refers? After all, the akītu ritual was a popular cultic practice 
among many Neo-Assyrian kings.  Isaiah could be referring to any Neo-Assyrian king. 140
In the Letter to the Gods Sargon takes a great interest in the akītu ritual as a means for 
demonstrating his terrifying power over the known world and relishing in his connection 
 Aster, Reflections of Empire in Isaiah 1–39, 210.139
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to Ningirsu/Ninurta through this ritual.  Considering, too, that this verse (and the 141
pericope to which it belongs) is situated in the context of an oracle speaking about Sargon 
in particular, it is likely that this reference to the Assyrian king as enemy and the akītu 
ritual is a direct reference to Sargon. Therefore, when read in light of the akītu ritual and 
Sargon’s Letter to the Gods, Isa 10:16 appears to continue Isaiah’s rhetoric of counter-
terrorism by focusing on the ideology of the akītu ritual and not explicitly on the ideology 
of kingship itself (Isa 10:5–15). The expectation that the king would symbolically burn 
up his enemies in the akītu fire is reversed against him, as it is now Sargon whose 
terrifying and awe-inspiring כבוד is left to burn over Yahweh’s raging inferno. Building 
off of vv. 5–15, v. 16 moves from belittling the power and effectiveness of Sargon’s 
ideology of terror to outright destroying him with his own ideologically loaded ritual fire. 
Yahweh’s fire is not contained in the context of this alternative “akītu ritual,” 
however, because the following verses describe how the inferno spreads to overtake 
Assyria. In v. 17 one reads, “So the Light of Israel  will be a fire and his Holy One a 142
flame, and it will burn and devour his thorns and briers in one day.” Here, Yahweh’s 
cultic fire spreads from the immediate context of Sargon’s immolation and begins to 
consume thorns and briers. Perhaps the imagery of thorns and briers is meant to represent 
the outskirts of Assyrian civilization. If so, then v. 17 could be attempting to put in 
 Aster, Reflections of Empire in Isaiah 1–39, 213.141
 It should be noted that this title for Yahweh is unique in the Hebrew Bible, and more importantly, the 142
qualities of Yahweh’s “light” are never used in the context of destruction. More often Yahweh’s light is 
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motion the fire of Yahweh, which is creeping ever closer to Assyria.  
Next, v. 18 describes how Yahweh’s fire grows yet larger to consume more of 
Assyrian territory: “And it will consume the glory of his forest and the fruit of his field, 
from life force to body, and they will be like when a standard-bearer  wastes away.” 143
Now, the fire of Yahweh has gotten so large that it not only destroys thorns and briers but 
also forests and fruit orchards. Chan notes that the reference to the immolation of fruit 
orchards in v. 18 might be speaking of a Neo-Assyrian warfare practice known as orchard 
destruction.  Orchard destruction was a common method used by Neo-Assyrian forces 144
to punish peoples who contested the power of the Assyrian empire.  The Neo-Assyrian 145
empire used orchard destruction to send a message: Subject peoples were to be obedient 
to Assyria and afraid of its wrath, emphasizing that their power to rebel could be taken 
 Concerning the phrase והיה כמסס נסס (“and they will be like a standard bearer that wastes 143
away”), Aster writes, “The noun נסס is a hapax, and many scholars interpret it by reference to the 
Akkadian verb nasāsu/nazāzu, which mean rustling or swaying, and is widely used in reference to 
trees. If this is the meaning of the word, then the phrase refers to the meeting of a tree, and verse 
18b parasols the “destruction of the forest” imagery in verse 18a. But the word does appear in 
epigraphic Hebrew and in Ammonite, and appears to mean the bearer of a standard or נס. … [T]he 
important function of standard-bearers in the Neo-Assyrian period, in which standards were borne 
in front of chariots in combat. The phrase והיה כמסס נסס might therefore mean “it shall be like the 
melting of a standard-bearer,” comparing the destruction of Assyria’s forest to the melting away 
of its standard-bearer.” Aster, Reflections of Empire in Isaiah 1–39, 209–210. 
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away as easily as their orchards were burned.  To illustrate this warfare practice in 146
context, consider a text from Shalmaneser III: “To save his life he ran away (but) I 
pursued him. I imprisoned him in Damascus, his royal city, (and) cut down his 
gardens.”  Observe, too, an excerpt from the annals of Tiglath-pileser III, who writes, “I 147
enclosed Mukin-zeri of Bit-Amukkani in Sapiya … I cut down the orchards and the 
sissoo-trees around the city walls, and did not leave a single one. I destroyed [i.e., cut 
down ] the date-palms throughout his land.”  Lastly, there is a section of Sargon II’s 148
Letter to Aššur which is worth presenting: 
I cut down its splendid orchards, I cut down great quantities of its vines, I made 
an end of its drinking. The great forests, which were as dense as great reed 
(marshes)?, their trees I cut down, and laid waste its plain. All of its cut-down 
tree trunks I gathered like the debris of a hurricane and set them on fire. Their 
orchards I cut down and their forests I felled. All of their tree trunks I gathered 
into heaps and set on fire.  149
According to the evidence cited above, it is clear how the practice of orchard 
destruction might have been perceived by its victims as an act of terror. It is also clear 
how kings in the Neo-Assyrian empire (and Sargon in particular) used this warfare 
practice to produce the same outcome in subordinate people groups. The striking 
similarities between the content of v. 18 and Neo-Assyrian orchard destruction texts 
demonstrate that Isaiah likely crafted this verse while informed by the Neo-Assyrian 
 Stuart A. Irvine, Isaiah, Ahaz, and the Syro-Ephraimitic Crisis (Atlanta: SBL Press, 1990), 264. See 146
also, Elizabeth Bloch-Smith, “The Impact of Siege Warfare on Biblical Conceptualizations of YHWH,” 
JBL 137, no. 1 (2018): 19–28, who discusses at length the various ways in which Neo-Assyrian siege 
warfare practices influenced biblical literature.




practice of orchard destruction. It appears as though Isaiah is weaving together themes 
from the akītu ritual and orchard destruction to forge a more detailed and systematic 
attack on Neo-Assyrian imperial ideology. Reading vv. 16–18 together, the text illustrates 
how Yahweh’s fire will not only consume Sargon but will also destroy Assyria’s forests 
and and orchards, in a manner similar to the empire’s own warfare practice. At this point 
in the text, Isaiah’s rhetoric of counter-terrorism introduces an element of Schadenfreude, 
where the impact of Assyrian terror is mitigated and the audience rejoices at the prospect 
of Yahweh defeating Judah’s principal enemy. Yahweh will beat this terroristic empire at 
its own game. Assyria is not the terrifying powerhouse it claims to be. 
Accordingly, V. 19 draws the above scene to a close: “And the rest of the trees of 
his forest will be so [few] in number that a child may write them.” One will notice how 
Yahweh’s fire is no longer active, and as a result, an appraisal account of the fire’s 
damages is given. Taking into account the contents of vv. 16–18, the rhetorical force 
behind v. 19 becomes clear: Yahweh’s fire leaves Assyria (à la its forests) completed 
decimated.  
According to the evidence presented in this section of the present study, several 
things can be said about Isa 10:16–19. First, it is clear that this pericope was not a later 
Josianic redaction. Much of the language within these verses is Isaianic in nature, and 
thus this pericope was likely authored by the prophet. Second, vv. 16–19 were likely an 
insertion into the text by Isaiah, considering that it differs in literary imagery from the 
passages which surround it. However, this does not justify that it originates from an 
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oracle from the Syro-Ephriamite War, as Roberts  and Haag claim. The evidence of 
textual influence from the akītu ritual and the practice of orchard destruction is abundant. 
Considering that this pericope is situated in an oracle that is discussing Sargon, and the 
akītu ritual and orchard destruction were two crucial aspects of Sargon’s ideology of 
empire, it can be determined that vv. 16–19 were crafted during the Sargonid period and 
inserted into the oracle during this period. Third, vv. 16–19 contribute to Isaiah’s rhetoric 
of counter-terrorism by reversing the ideology of the akītu ritual and the practice of 
orchard destruction against Sargon. As a result, Sargon is immolated like as a defeated 
enemy king, and his territory is raised to the ground like that of a rebel vassal. The 
desired effect behind this reversal of ideology is that Isaiah demonstrates to his audience 
how Assyria is not as terrifying and omnipotent as their ideology would lead one to 
believe. Assyria is nothing more than a defeated rebel vassal in the eyes of Yahweh. 
Chapter 5 
Combating the Sociocultural Impact of  
Sargonid Deportation Policy: Isa 20–27 
In Isa 10:20–23, attention shifts away from Assyria to the inhabitants of Judah, to 
whom Yahweh issues a message of comfort: 
(20) It will happen in that day that the remnant of Israel and the escapees of the 
House of Jacob will never again lean one those who strike them but will lean on 
Yahweh, the Holy One of Israel, in truth. (21) The remnant will return, the 
remnant of Jacob, to the mighty god. (22) For though your people Israel will be 
like the sand of the sea, a remnant of them will return. The destruction decreed 
will overflow with righteousness, (23) for an end has been determined, the Lord 
God of Armies will accomplish [it] in the midst of all the earth. 
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The text outlines the contours of a conflict in which a remnant Israel is encouraged to no 
longer rely on an oppressive force for sustenance, and then Yahweh promises to put an 
end to this conflict. This conflict, as per the use ‘remnant of Israel/Jacob’ language in vv. 
20–21, has led scholars such as Sweeney and Becker to assert that this pericope comes 
from the post-exilic period, which speaks about the comforting of exiles returning from 
Babylon.  Pace Sweeney and Becker, Roberts suggests that this pericope is speaking to 150
the situation of Isaiah during the Syro-Ephraimite War, and is an extension of the oracular 
content in vv. 16–19.  To defend his thesis, Roberts first cites the use of the title 151 ְקדֹוׁש
.Holy One of Israel”) for Yahweh, which is a hallmark of Isaianic authorship“) יְִׂשָרֵאל  152
Second, Roberts highlights the text’s inclusion of ְׁשָאר יָׁשּוב (“a remnant will return”), 
which is the name of Isaiah’s first son, who played a symbolic role in the Syro-Ephramite 
War in Isa 17:1–6.  According to Roberts, this subtle reference to the name of Isaiah’s 153
first son might be functioning as a commentary on his role in Isa 17:1–6, thus linking 
both texts.  Roberts also makes a connection between the role of Rezin of Damascus in 154
the historical context of Isa 17:1–6 and the one who strikes the remnant of Israel in Isa 
 Sweeney, Isaiah 1–39, 57–59; Becker, “Das Problem des historischen Jesaja,” 119, quoted in Aster, 150
Reflections of Empire in Isaiah 1–39, 33.





10:20.  Lastly, to harmonize the phrase ֵאל ִּגּבֹור (“mighty god”) with his Syro-Ephriamite 155
thesis, a title which he deems referentially unclear, Roberts suggests that it could be 
merely another name for Yahweh, and the urge to return was issued as a call of 
repentance from Israel’s military actions in the Syro-Ephraimite War, with the end result 
being that the united Davidic monarchy might be restored.  156
There are some issues in Roberts’s logic concerning vv. 20–23. Does the use of 
 in v. 21 necessarily serve as an exegesis of the name of Isaiah’s first son in Isa ְׁשָאר יָׁשּוב
17:1–6? The phrase ְׁשָאר יָׁשּוב is common in Biblical Hebrew and the context in which one 
reads it would not lead one to make such a connection between Isaianic oracles. It seems 
like Roberts is making a case of special pleading. Can one also deduce that Israel is 
presumed to be the enemy in question in this pericope or that Rezin was the ‘one who 
struck it’? There is nothing in the text which suggests that Israel is being viewed as an 
enemy of Judah nor that Rezin is an object of the writer’s derision. Lastly, concerning the 
phrase ֵאל ִּגּבֹור, it appears as though Roberts is bending data to suit his thesis. If the writer 
were petitioning for a return to a Davidic monarchy, it would be flying in the face of the 
rhetorical thrust of 10:5–34, which is interested solely in navigating the ideology of the 
Neo-Assyrian empire. Roberts appears to be divorcing the epithet ֵאל ִּגּבֹור from its original 
literary context, where it originally serves as a royal title for Hezekiah upon his 




prior to the reign of Hezekiah, as Roberts suggests, this interpretation of ֵאל ִּגּבֹור might 
also be a case of special pleading. 
As an alternative proposition to the problem of dating vv. 20–23, it would be 
beneficial to revisit the previously discussed deportation policy of Sargon in 710 BCE. To 
summarize, Sargon’s deportation policy displaced civilians in both Judah and the 
Assyrian province of Samaria and imported a number of foreign persons into both 
territories.  The goal of the policy was to ensure that those living in these areas of the 157
southern Levant would be discouraged from rebelling against the empire.  As a result of 158
such drastic socio-cultural changes taking place, it is imaginable how Judeans might have 
been afraid of and upset by Assyria tampering with their community. If one reads vv. 20–
23 in light of this Sargonid deportation policy, the language of homecoming, being 
scattered “like the sand of the sea,” and designations of Israel/Jacob as a remnant takes on 
a different meaning. Isaiah might be offering a statement of comfort to those who have 
been dispossessed by Sargon’s deportation policy: Those who have been scattered abroad 
will return home, and Yahweh will soon put and end to the sociocultural damages of this 
policy. Reading vv. 20–23 in this way not only makes sense of the language of the 
pericope but also helps situate it in the broader rhetorical context of the Isa 10:5–34. 
Following promises of homecoming, the vv. 24–27 offer words of encouragement 
and promises of liberation to Judeans impacted by Sargon’s deportation policy:  
 Aster, Reflections of Empire in Isaiah 1–39, 178.157
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(24) Therefore, thus says the Lord God of Armies: Do not be afraid of Assyria, 
my people who dwell in Zion, for he will strike you with a staff, and he will lift 
up his staff against you in a manner [similar] to Egypt. (25) For a little while yet, 
and the fury will cease, and my anger of their destruction [too]. (26) Yahweh of 
Armies will stir up for him a whip like the slaughter of Midian at the rock of 
Oreb. And [as] his rod was on the sea, so [too] will he lift it up in a manner 
[similar] to Egypt. (27) It will happen in that day that his burden will depart from 
your shoulder and his yoke from your neck. The yoke will be destroyed because 
of the [anointing] oil. 
Scholars such as Roberts and Wildberger have noticed how imagery of the ׁשבט and מטה 
from vv. 5–15 is revisited in this section of the oracle, which suggests that this pericope 
might have been the original conclusion to the oracle in vv. 5–15.  Indeed, references to 159
the ׁשבט and מטה do reappear, which might suggest that Isaiah attempted to harmonize vv. 
5–15 with vv. 24–27, but the rhetorical force of vv. 24–27 differs from that of vv. 5–15.  160
Instead of addressing Assyria, the text directs attention to the Judean audience. This 
message of hope encourages Judeans to not fear Assyria. Isaiah also appears to have 
knowledge of the Exodus story,  which he uses in interesting ways in vv. 24 and 26 to 161
explain Judah’s precarious situation under the shadow of the Assyrian empire. V. 27 
rounds off the pericope by offering clear promises of liberation, where the yoke of 
servitude to the Assyrian empire will no longer burden the Judeans. 
If vv. 24–27 were to be read as the response to vv. 20–23, then the message to not 
be afraid of Assyria and promises of liberation take on a different meaning. With the 
impact of Sargon’s deportation policy in full view in vv. 20–23, vv. 24–27 encourage the 
 Roberts, First Isaiah, 171; Wildberger, Isaiah 1–12, 441–442.159
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Judean populace to not live in fear of Sargon and his deportation policy. Using imagery 
from the Exodus story in a new, creative way, Isaiah then promises that Yahweh will 
liberate Judah from Assyrian control in due time, but the primary objective of the Judeans 
in the present moment is to not succumb to fear.   
It is here where one encounters the central goal behind Isaiah’s rhetoric of 
counter-terrorism in Isa 10:5–34. Indeed, it is necessary to demonstrate how the ideology 
of Neo-Assyrian imperialism poses no threat when faced with the protective power of 
Yahweh, which Isaiah does in no small measure. But Isaiah’s central motivation for 
confronting Neo-Assyrian ideology in this manner is to encourage his fellow Judeans not 
to fall prey to Sargon’s acts of terror. Bringing into full view the end-goal of liberation 
from Assyria, Isa 10:20–27 supplies Judeans impacted by Sargon’s deportation policy 
with hope for their liberation and adds yet another layer to Isaiah’s systematic takedown 
of Neo-Assyrian ideology.   
Chapter 6 
Yahweh Interrupts an Imagined  
Assyrian Campaign: Isa 20–34 
Arriving at the end of the oracle, vv. 28–32 change the scene in vv. 20–27. Instead 
of a Judean populace that is being comforted, this scene illustrates an approaching army 
that intends to storm Jerusalem. Isaiah appears to be offering words of warning to a 
number of cities situated along the path of this army: 
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(28) He has come to Ayyah. He has passed over Migron. At Michmash he has 
attended to his equipment. (29) They have gone along the ridge at Geba. They 
have taken up lodgings. Ramah is afraid. Gibeah of Saul has fled. (30) Raise your 
voice, Daughter Gallim. Cause it to be heard [as far as] Laish. Respond, 
Anathoth. (31) Madmenah has fled. The inhabitants of Gebim seek refuge. (32) 
Until that day, he will remain in Nob. He will gesture his fist derisively at the 
mountain of Daughter Zion, the hill of Jerusalem. 
Both Roberts and Wildberger note how all of the above mentioned towns lie along a 
secluded and rugged countryside north of Jerusalem, which is nowhere near any of the 
major international highways.  If this is to be understood as describing an approaching 162
Assyrian army, Roberts asserts that it is impossible, because no sources exist in the 
Assyrian literary or material records of any campaign that followed this route.  Citing 163
Sargon’s successor, Sennacherib, Roberts notes how the Assyrian army often took the 
Mediterranean coastal road down through Phoenicia to attack nations in the Levant, and 
its was during Sennacherib’s third campaign where the only reference appears of Assyria 
storming Jerusalem: Here, the Assyrians attack from the West.  In vv. 28–32, however, 164
a northern route is taken. To make sense of this issue, Roberts revisits earlier Isaianic 
material from the Syro-Ephraimite war in Isaiah 17 and remarks how the the path to 
Jerusalem taken by Syro-Ephraimite forces during that period matches exactly the path 
described in vv. 28–32.  Thus, Roberts concludes that the contents of vv. 28–32 likely 165
come from an earlier Isaianic oracle describing the coming Syro-Ephraimite forces 
 Roberts, First Isaiah, 174; Wildberger, Isaiah 1–12, 455.162
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during the Syro-Ephraimite War, which Isaiah repurposes for use in his present 
context.  166
Roberts’s conclusion offers a valuable insight towards understanding the text, 
especially considering there is no evidence in the Assyrian record of a campaign to Judah 
through this obscure northern path. But how does one justify Roberts’s conclusion in light 
of this passage being situated in an oracle with a specific Neo-Assyrian context? Aster 
agrees with Roberts that Isaiah recycles an earlier account of the path taken by Syro-
Ephraimite forces.  However, Aster suggests that, given the Neo-Assyrian context in 167
which the text is situated, vv. 28–32 describe an imagined Neo-Assyrian campaign, 
which uses the route taken by Syro-Ephraimite forces as a template to predict how 
Sargon’s forces might attempt to ambush Jerusalem.  Aster supports his proposition by 168
positing how, towards the end of Sargon’s reign (709–705 BCE), Sargon may have 
stationed troops in Samaria to keep an eye on Judah, who had associated with known 
rebel vassals in the southern Levant, such as Ashdod and Ashkelon.  169
When read as an imagined Assyrian campaign, vv. 28–32 appear to offer practical 
warnings to the above mentioned towns. Anticipating that Sargon’s forces might try to 
use the element of surprise to sneak up on Jerusalem through a backroad, Isaiah offers 
straightforward warnings for towns along this road to take shelter from Sargon’s forces. 
 Roberts, First Isaiah, 175.166




In light of Isaiah’s broader rhetoric of counter-terrorism, which subverts the policies and 
ideology of Sargon and issues words of encouragement for Judeans not to succumb to 
Assyrian terror, vv. 28–32 introduce a politics of survival, in which open communication 
between cities and finding adequate shelter is necessary to not be overcome by Sargon’s 
army. 
Just as one pictures Sargon’s forces reaching Jerusalem and cursing Mount Zion 
in v. 32, the  particle ִהּנֵה (look!) signals a change of scene in vv. 33–34, and this scene is 
drastically different from the one presented above: 
(33) Look! The Lord Yahweh of Armies! the one who cuts off branches with 
terror! The ones that are tall will be cut down, and the high ones will be brought 
low. (34) He will cut down the tickets of the forest with iron, and Lebanon will 
fall by a bull. 
In a manner similar to when an unnamed civilian announces the arrival of Superman in 
Superman The Movie, Isaiah dramatically directs the attention of his audience to Yahweh 
of Armies, who is now located in the territory of Lebanon. Instead of metaphorically 
referring to Assyria with the ax and saw mentioned in v. 15, it is implied here that 
Yahweh uses the same tools are in an extensive deforestation project in Lebanon, where 
Yahweh is pictured as a terrifying lumberjack. To punctuate Yahweh’s efforts in forestry, 
v. 34 concludes that Yahweh will fell Lebanon (i.e., its trees) like a “bull,” reusing the 
same bull imagery used of Sargon earlier in v. 13. 
Here, the text introduces a final element of Neo-Assyrian ideology: the western 
journey. Machinist notes that the western journey was a common and powerful motif in 
Assyrian ideology, as it symbolized the height of the king’s conquest to the farthest extent 
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of the land.  Principally, this western journey was made complete by the king felling the 170
cedars of Lebanon.  Not only was the act of felling the cedars of Lebanon saturated 171
with ideology that spoke to the king’s power as a ruler over the land, but it also served an 
aesthetic purpose, as Lebanese cedar wood was a prized commodity among cultures in 
the ancient Near East.  It has been discussed at length earlier in this study how the motif 172
of the felling of the cedars of Lebanon figured prominently in Neo-Assyrian inscriptional 
material and is not worth restating here. However, based on this earlier cited inscriptional 
evidence, it is apparent that Isaiah was inspired by this western journey motif in crafting 
vv. 33–34. 
Be that as it may, it also appears that Isaiah is deliberately using this motif in a 
subversive manner against Sargon, who also understood the power behind this motif. 
Though Sargon’s anticipated sacking of Jerusalem seems to be within grasp in v. 32, 
Isaiah pulls back the curtain in v. 33–34 to reveal that Yahweh has already won the battle. 
Isaiah presents his god as a conquering king, who cements his victory over Sargon by 
cutting down the fabled cedars of Lebanon, a practice popular among Assyrian kings that 
is now attributed to Yahweh.  
In the context of Isaiah’s rhetoric of counter-terrorism, vv. 33–34 round off 
themes undermining the power of Sargon’s kingship. Here, Sargon’s effectiveness as a 
 Machinist, “Assyria and Its Image,” 723–724.170
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ruler and military leader is rendered completely irrelevant, and his reign a complete 
failure, in light of Yahweh of Armies, the conquering king. At end of his rhetoric of 
counter-terrorism, Isaiah completes a systematic deconstruction of Neo-Assyrian imperial 
ideology, where the Assyrian king and his gods are dethroned and Yahweh is placed in 
the position of rightful ruler over the cosmos and earth. In so doing, Yahweh protects his 
people from succumbing to Assyria’s fear-laden policies and ideology by snatching away 
victory from the hands of Sargon II. 
Conclusion 
In the present study, a comprehensive analysis of Isa 10:5–34 and Neo-Assyrian 
source material was conducted to defend the thesis that Isa 10:5–34 is not merely another 
example of anti-Assyrian theology but an oracle deliberately crafted by Isaiah to confront 
Sargon II’s ideological terrorism. To defend this thesis, the present study required that 
three questions be answered: 1) What is terrorism in antiquity? 2) Did the Neo-Assyrian 
empire use terrorism? And 3) how does Isa 10:5–34 respond to acts of terror from the 
Assyrians?  
To answer the first question, this study consulted literature on terrorism in 
modernity and antiquity and determined that terrorism in antiquity was principally 
expressed through the state as a “prestige of violence.” Accordingly, terrorism in 
antiquity was defined as involving deliberate displays of military force and expressions of 
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ideology of power, with the result that the intended recipients be afraid of and obedient to 
the terroristic government. Concerning the second question, this study brought the above 
definition of terrorism in antiquity to bear on the various policies and ideology of the 
Neo-Assyrian empire (and those of Sargon in particular). As a result, it has been 
determined that the Neo-Assyrian colonial mission, as represented in its policies and 
ideology, could be defined as a terroristic enterprise, and Sargon was fully complicit in 
promulgating such ideology of terror. Looking to the third and final question, the present 
study surveyed the contents of Isa 10:5–34 and determined that Isaiah’s anti-Assyrian 
theology was instead a detailed rhetoric of counter-terrorism, which sought to 
systematically attack and nullify the terroristic policies and ideology of Sargon II. 
As a result of what has been presented in this study, hopefully some new light has 
been shed on the way in which anti-Assyrian theology functions in Isa 10:5–34. It is 
likely that certain claims made in this study could benefit from further study. However, 
the evidence presented here might also serve as a springboard for further study 
concerning First Isaiah and other prophetic literature that interacts with Neo-Assyrian 
imperial ideology. Whatever the case may be, at least it can be said that counter-terrorism 
might not be a phenomenon unique to the modern era. The impulse to confront terrorism 
might be far older than has been previously thought. 
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